conquering by means of its masterpieces the grayishness of today's urban environment?
W hat is The Metropolitan Museum of Art?
What is it for? What should it do? Should it be an awesome treasure house or should it have "happenings"? Should it be a temple of silence or should it be a sort of community center? Should it remain aloof or should it be a crusading force of novel ideas, conquering by means of its masterpieces the grayishness of today's urban environment?
All these questions have been launched at me since I became Director of The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
To answer, one must plunge one's hands into the fertile soil of ideas that existed in I870 when the mission of the Metropolitan Museum was laid out by its founders. That charter stated the Museum is "for the purpose of establishing and maintaining a museum and library of art, of encouraging and developing the study of the fine arts, and the application of arts to manufacture and practical life, of advancing the general knowledge of kindred subjects, and, to that end, of furnishing popular instruction and recreation." The sole change in this wording from the founding moment to the present occurred in I908, when the word "recreation" was droppedan unfortunate excision.
The language of the charter was deliberately couched in the broadest manner for the broadest effect. It is almost as if the founders knew that lurking somewhere in the future there would be questions about "happenings," treasure houses, community centers, and crusading forces. Thus according to the stated purpose all things that encourage the of the time in which it was made; most of all, the excitement of the work itself as something of surpassing quality. A sort of unforgivable silence can surround a painting pinioned in a frame or a sculpture plunked on a pedestal or a beautiful small bronze isolated in a glass case. The task of the Metropolitan Museum is to break through that silence and communicate -simply and conveniently -the full life of a work of art. The most rewarding experience in the museum field is to be able to give an ignored, misunderstood, or silent object the resounding eloquence it possesses. The ingredients in this heady formula for popular instruction are complex. And those ingredients must be totally modern, probing, skeptical in the scholarly sense of the word, and brilliantly illuminative.
In getting the word across everything is of importance. From a new type of thematic exhibition such as In the Presence of Kings, which tries to give new insights into familiar pieces and to strike sparks by linking diverse material by a common thread, to the act of writing a label that indicates why a painting really is "good."
All media must come to the fore, from television to libraries of special recordings -not only by scholars, but also by artists themselves -for guided tours that will impart more information than the chronic "introductory course," to experiments with new computers that can answer questions of any complexity from inquiring visitors. We must have orientation galleries to prepare visitors for what the Museum is, has, and wants to express, equipped with every modern communications device. As a first step in creating this buffer between the expanses of the building and the limits of human endurance, this summer we're trying out a "visitors' center," manned by multilingual college students who have volunteered their vacation for the project. 
